




























Perspectives on Food Systems in 









The purpose of this brief is to reflect how stakeholders involved in different functional 
areas of Santiago de Cali’s food systems perceive food and nutrition security and 
sustainability in the city-region. Eleven interviews were conducted between June and 
August of 2019, with individuals representing Cali’s municipal government, Valle del 
Cauca’s departmental government, private enterprise, non-profits, agroecological 
farmer organizations, consumer advocacy groups, civil society, and academia.1 
Individuals were asked to describe the strengths and weaknesses of government 
programs and describe the factors that impact the ability to achieve food security, 
improved nutrition, and positive socio-economic outcomes while protecting the 
environment. Their opinions shed light on both institutional and personal perspectives 
concerning: (a) the barriers farmers and food producers face at a local, regional, and 
national level in establishing long-term economic profitability; (b) the barriers 
consumers face in accessing fresh, affordable, nutritious food; and (c) solutions or 
strategies to overcome these barriers while encouraging sustainable food practices.  
 
Four common themes emerged from the qualitative data:  
1. Responsible and inclusive land management 
2. Consumer awareness 
3. Farmer empowerment 
4. Leadership, governance, and political will for change 
                                               
1 Secretaria de Salud Pública - Alcaldía de Santiago de Cali, Departamento Administrativo de Gestión del Medio 
Ambiente - Unidad Municipal de Asistencia Técnica Agropecuaria (DAGMA-UMATA), Secretaria de Salud - 
Gobernación de Valle del Cauca, Central de Abastecimientos del Valle del Cauca S.A (CAVASA), Comfandi, Centro 
de Educación e Investigación para el Desarrollo Comunitario Urbano y Rural (CEDECUR), Cámara de Comercio de 
Cali (CCC), RedPapaz, Red de Mercados Agroecológicos (REDMAC), World Food Programme (WFP), Academic 
Perspective. 
KEY MESSAGES  
 Public and private representatives within Cali’s food systems recognize 
relationship building, education, and adequate funding are necessary to 
achieve food security, improved nutrition, and positive socio-economic and 
environmental outcomes in rural, peri-urban, and urban areas. 
 Unsystematic priority setting by decision makers and inadequate 
investments in education, public, environmental, and food safety 
demonstrates how the city-region has not successfully implemented a 
comprehensive plan towards building safe, resilient, and sustainable food 
systems.  
 Key players agree there is a need to address barriers to success, but 
there continues to be a segmented view on which independent issues 
should be addressed first, reaffirming the need for leadership and 
continual multi-stakeholder communication. 
 The consensus calls for political will and continual investment in programs 
that:  
o Achieve poverty relief for consumers and farmers 
o Develop educational and marketing campaigns to change 
consumer culture and behavior regarding nutrition and food safety  
o Enhance or improve sustainable food practices in urban and rural 
areas 







With these themes in mind, it is important to reflect on successes and failures of 
some of the existing policies designed to support community health. Proposed 
solutions brought forth are not always multi-dimensional, with their focus on either 
human health, the environment, or socio-economic development. A lack of a 
systemic view of the interconnectedness of food systems impedes efforts to help 
growers and consumers overcome barriers and foster the change needed to support 
sustainable and resilient food systems. 
 
Health, the Food Environment, and Agriculture  
Decreased quality of life is linked to multidimensional poverty (MDP) which measures 
deprivations in household education, living conditions, labor conditions, human 
health, and access to adequate housing and basic needs. According to a report on 
Valle del Cauca’s economic development, rates of MDP have been increasing over 
time. In 2013, 8.9% of Cali’s population was considered impoverished, in 2015 that 
rose to 10.8%. The 2018 municipal report, Cali Cómo Vamos, lists the rates of MDP 
in Cali at 11.9%. While this is well below Colombia’s average of 19.6%, after 
disaggregating data between urban centers and rural areas, MDP rates were 11.7% 
and 17.2% respectively. Rural communities, especially Indigenous and Afro-
Colombian’s, are more likely to experience the highest levels of social exclusion, 
economic inequity, and physical displacement from rural to urban areas. This is a 
product of decades of violence and civil war, natural disasters, the influx of 
Venezuelan migrants, and more recently the COVID-19 pandemic. 
 
MDP reduces consumer access to affordable and nutritious foods which has severe 
nutritional and health effects from under- and over-nutrition. The 2015 National 
Health and Nutrition Survey (ENSIN) reported 54.2% of Colombian households 
experienced some level of food insecurity. While Cali’s numbers are below the 
national average at 51.3%, more than half of the population is considered food 

















Figure 1. Household Food Insecurity Colombia 2015 
 





Based on 2015 data, in Cali around 6% of children under five were malnourished and 
50-60% of infant deaths were linked to malnutrition. Simultaneously, there is a higher 
prevalence of overweight and obesity among children and adults in Cali compared to 
the national average (Figure 2). Among adults, almost two-thirds of the population 
was considered overweight or obese.  
 
While a wide variety of fruits and vegetables are easily grown in Colombia due to the 
favorable soil and climatic conditions, the Colombian diet includes a lot of meat, 
dairy, and refined carbohydrates. The increasing availability of cheap, ultra-
processed foods is seen in all socio-economic classes leading to the increased 
consumption of foods rich in sugar, salt, and fat. Nutritious and non-nutritious food is 
available in formal and informal food retailers. However, the distribution and quality 
standards of these stores varies greatly by neighborhood. A frequent problem with 
informal retailers is the lack of cold chain storage which makes it easier to stock 
processed non-perishables as there are fewer risks with food safety and food loss. 
 
“Food deserts”—which in the United States are described as the percentage of 
people whose income is at or below the federal poverty level and whose distance to 
a supermarket is greater than 1 mile—are equally present in Cali. However, to 
properly measure the prevalence of food deserts in Cali and the surrounding region 
the metrics need to be modified to account for: (a) the different modes of 
transportation used by urban, peri-urban, and rural shoppers to get to market (i.e. 
animal-powered or man-powered ; (b) the use of estratos, not income, to measure 
wealth and social mobility (estratos range low to high 1-6); and (c) the variety and 
proportion of food retailers beyond supermarkets such as public outdoor markets, 
mobile markets, fresh produce markets known as fruvers, and informal street 
vendors.  
 
Sugar cane is the third most extensive agricultural product grown in Colombia 
accounting for 298,000 hectares and over 30% of Valle del Cauca’s GDP. According 
to the Colombia Sugarcane Growers Association (Asocaña), in 2017 the industry was 
said to create 188,000 jobs benefitting 1.2 million families. The expansion of sugar 
cane production has contributed to the change in dietary patterns and the agricultural 
landscape from diverse subsistence farming to large sugar cane plantations. The 














Figure 2. Prevalence of Overweight and 
Obesity by Age Group: Colombia, Valle del 
Cauca, and Cali (2015)
Colombia Valle del Cauca Cali





contributor to the obesity epidemic, while the byproduct as a biofuel is considered a 
great alternative to oil. It is a resource intensive crop that can displace farmers 
forcing them to grow food on less productive soils. The resulting lack in agricultural 
diversity increases the region’s reliance on imported shelf-stable foods, impacting 
local producers who are not able to compete with international market prices. The 
response to the expansion of intensive agriculture by some smallholder farmers and 
municipal authorities calls for the use of safe environmental practices including 
organic and agroecological production methods. Even with these practices being 
followed, there is a need for government support to find permanent retail space for 
organic and agroecological producers to reach the broader urban market. As of 2019 
there was only one major organic and agroecological farmers market that operated 
once a week on the property outside a mall, Palmetto Plaza. 
 
Stakeholder Perspectives  
Food Production, Land Use, and Connectivity  
Interviewees recognized that the urban-rural divide, land use management, 
agricultural intensification, and farmer disenfranchisement are main barriers in 
achieving financial success in business and farming operations.  
 
Cali’s urban and peri-urban population, impacted by economic and conflict-related 
rural migration, is still linked to rural ways of living. Rural families who have been 
displaced from fertile agricultural lands move to the outskirts of the city (estratos 1-2) 
where they need to invest in materials to produce enough food to feed their family 
and then sell any extra as a source of income. For families in estrato 1 who do not 
work in agriculture this means finding employment in the formal or informal market 
where they may only earn enough to purchase food for the day. The growth and 
support for urban agriculture is a good outlet to build social cohesion in the 
community and preserve rural culture. 
 
“We are still a farming population. Cali is a city made up of migrants who came from 
the countryside because they were displaced…your rurality will stay with you for life.”  
(Roberto Hernández Fajardo, CEDECUR) 
 
There were discrepancies when asked about the influence sugar cane plantations 
had on farmers and the environment. One farmer noted over 200,000 hectares of 
land along the Cauca River are growing sugar cane, and roughly each hectare 
requires over 10,000 m3 of water. This displaces land that could be used for ranching 






“In Valle del Cauca you clearly see sugar cane as a monoculture, it’s taken all the 
fertile lands and water so other food producers are doomed to grow on the hillside 
where the land is erosive and less fertile.” (Ana Franco, REDMAC) 
 
While sugar cane production is demonized by some, others disregard it as a 
monoculture and defend it as it is a lifeline for millions in the region. A member from 
the Chamber of Commerce disputed the validity of calling it a monoculture claiming 
that the department was also a main producer of other high value crops. 
 
“Monoculture would refer to only one crop…we are the main producers of pineapple, 
banana, and avocado.” (Carlos Andrés Perez, Cámara de Comercio de Cali) 
 
Small holder farmers, particularly those that want to diversify and use organic or 
agroecological practices spend more time and money working the land and have 
more difficulty reaching urban consumers. Without market visibility, they are not able 
to grow their business the same way larger conventional farmers or sugar cane 
plantations can. With the limited market availability that exists, they are forced to 
compete with cheaper prices from products grown and manufactured abroad. 
 
“Agroecology is a way of life but agroecological and organic farming is labor 
intensive, so the products are more expensive.” (Ana Franco, REDMAC) 
 
“A sustainable agroecological farmers market is small compared to agro-industrial 
production that is fuel, not food.” (Academic Perspective) 
 
Beyond agricultural intensification, conservation programs also take fertile land out of 
production. Preserving natural resources and water recharge is integral to ecosystem 
health, especially when so much water is needed for sugar cane production. For this 
reason, there need to be governmental assurances that producers who lose access 
to productive soils have an alternate means to survive. The Department of 
Environmental Protection and Agriculture (DAGMA-UMATA) takes an integrated 
approach to protecting the environment and helping smallholder farmers by offering 
producers financial and technical assistance to join new economic opportunities such 






“We can produce food in harmony with ecosystems. We need to change our culture 
and expect the state to accompany rural communities in achieving these goals.” 
(Oscar Marino Escobar Marulanda, UMATA-DAGMA) 
 
DAGMA also works to ensure the survival of multigenerational farming by increasing 
and improving digital and physical connectivity as broadband internet is limited in 
rural areas. This technological gap reduces a farmer’s ability to connect with broader 
regional markets and wholesalers and it incentivizes younger generations to move to 
urban centers where broadband access is more widespread. 
 
“Today’s youth are attached to social media and the internet, and you hear them say 
‘If I’m working in the field and I can’t connect to the web, well this work becomes very 
boring’.” (Oscar Marino Escobar Marulanda, UMATA) 
 
Consumer Access to Fresh, Affordable, Nutritious Food 
Food security is the state of having reliable access to a sufficient quantity of 
affordable, nutritious food. The interviewees recognized a lack of purchasing power, 
availability and affordability of ultra-processed foods, inadequacies with food safety 
infrastructure, and a lack of nutritional education and awareness as the main barriers 
to access healthy foods. Most urban and rural families live near a formal or informal 
food market; nevertheless, just because food is available it did not mean what they 
were able to access was affordable or nutritious. 
 
 
“Some of the barriers consumers face include transportation, physical access, and 
lack of purchasing power, with lack of purchasing power being the most influential.” 
(Roberto Hernández Fajardo, CEDECUR) 
 
"Not having enough purchasing power means you can only afford low quality meat or 
fruits or tubers.” (Luis Hernando Cepeda, Secretaria de Salud Gobernación de Valle 
del Cauca) 
 
Stakeholders described the continual need for political will and government programs 
to target the social determinants of health ensuring access to adequate nutrition. 
Thus, in their perspective, the role of government programs is to counter the 
challenges with food access, affordability, and quality. The main programs that were 
discussed included the school feeding program Programa de Alimentación Escolar 
(PAE) and Tiendas Saludables, healthy snacks sold at school. The PAE provides 
supplemental food to children and adolescents enrolled in public schools, and helps 





education campaigns. Schools feeding programs reduce absenteeism and increase 
children’s learning abilities as hunger can negatively impact their cognitive abilities. 
The healthy snack program was signed into law and it sets retail and advertising 
standards for independently run snack stores to sell a variety of fresh and nutritious 
products at schools. While the interventions are administered in school, both 
programs target want to influence eating habits at the household level. 
  
“It starts with the eating habits that you acquired at home with your family, but this 
permeates what you see at school as well.” (Clara Inés Londoño, RedPapaz) 
 
The effectiveness of government sponsored programs, such as the school feeding 
program is problematic as they rely on metrics and indicators which are gathered 
from different agencies at the local, regional, and national level. They often describe 
the number of people reached, but do not assess the magnitude or the effect of 
change accomplished.  
 
“We have fragmented information that is generated using different methodologies 
and research parameters coming from different sources.” (Margalida Rueda, WFP) 
 
What we eat is personal decision, but not everyone has the same choice when it 
comes to deciding when and where to buy food. Low quality diets are present in poor 
and wealthy households. People living in higher income neighborhoods (estratos 4-6) 
have the means and resources to access education, healthcare, and purchase a 
variety of products. Nutrition education campaigns can equip both children and 
parents to make better choices when it comes to the purchase and preparation of 
food in and outside the house. However, the effectiveness of these campaigns is 
reliant on the inclusion of the many cultural, safety, and budgetary constraints people 
from low-income areas face. 
 
“There are invisible barriers in the city where you can't get walk down certain streets. 
You're at risk of encountering violence.” (Margalida Rueda, WFP) 
 
“Consumers should be educated in choosing a healthy diet while adjusting to 
their budget...” (Moisés Quintana, CAVASA) 
 
Many interviewees agreed that the strategy to create consumer awareness and 
improve access to fresh healthful foods is through inclusive educational campaigns 
where the same concise clear message is communicated from multiple decision 
makers and leaders.  
 
"The information is being circulated, but in order to have a lasting impact that 
reaches a majority of people, campaigns need to have a clear and 
comprehensive message that doesn’t only come from one secretariat." (Luis 
Hernando Cepeda, Secretaria de Salud Gobernación de Valle del Cauca) 
 
There are still gaps in knowledge when it comes to safe food handling and 
preparation. A lack of food safety infrastructure and education, as it relates to 
storage, preparation, and sale, is of concern with formal and informal street vendors, 
as food borne illnesses directly impact public health and socio-economic 
development. Informal food retailers are often limited in the amount of fresh or 






“Neighborhood stores have infrastructure that is not adequate to display fruits and 
vegetables in a fresh state” (Margalida Rueda, WFP) 
 
While there are two agencies which oversee inspections, INVIMA and ICA, there are 
still issues with communication, staffing and funding to complete inspections for all 
food retailers.  
 
“Food safety needs to be institutionalized and strengthened by increasing the 
frequency of inspections and number of samples collected by each agency.” (Ruby 
Castellanos, Secretaría de Salud Pública) 
 
Sustainable Food Practices 
Sustainable food systems provide healthy food to meet the current needs of a 
population while keeping ecosystems healthy to continue feeding future generations 
with minimal negative impacts to the environment. When asked about the current 
state of sustainability, one topic emerged:  
 
“Sustainability is an illusion.” (Academic Perspective, CEDECUR) 
 
It is not clearly defined and strategies and efforts to develop sustainable food 
practices are not far-reaching. Stakeholders have not created a roadmap to 
challenge the status quo nor described the steps to achieve sustainable food 
systems. There is a call to make consumers aware of the topic of sustainable 
agriculture, integrate sustainability across the food marketing chain, and a need to 
support producers who want to make the transition from conventional to organic 
farming. Small scale educational campaigns are present, but they are not large 
enough to have a notable impact on the city. The same is said about technical 
assistance offered to producers. 
 
“I think agricultural technical assistance is more effective when it goes beyond 
working the land. In that sense, sustainability cannot be left out.” (Oscar Marino 
Escobar Marulanda, UMATA-DAGMA) 
 
While most interviewees understood the sustainability is dependent on social, 
economic, and environmental wellbeing, the perspectives on how agencies perceive 
sustainability is still disjointed. The departmental and municipal Secretariats of Public 
Health work to ensure the current and future population has access to affordable 
nutrient-dense foods. The Chamber of Commerce focuses on supporting 
entrepreneurs to create sustainable businesses, while the Secretariat of Agriculture 
focuses on socio-economic development and environmental protection. They all 
mentioned that consumers were not aware of sustainability issues. 
 
When questioned about food loss and food waste, stakeholders mentioned that most 
people do not know how to properly dispose of organic materials, nor do they fully 
understand the need to have separate waste streams. Waste management 
companies are privately owned, and few organic waste programs exist at the 
municipal level.  
 
“People are advised to separate organic and inorganic waste, but companies have 
not communicated that differentiation clearly to the public.”  (Ruby Castellanos, 






“It's been hard to separate plastics from organic waste; this is a consumer's issue 
due to lack of knowledge... they stir all the trash together.” (Ana Franco, REDMAC) 
 
Overall, stakeholders pointed out that sustainability in Cali’s food system appears to 
be an illusion. Sourcing and the use of sustainably produced goods is not a priority 
for consumers nor among public institutions, even though it represents an opportunity 
to support and foster cultural changes and innovation.  
 
Strategies for Change 
A strategy seen at the departmental level, that is trying to be replicated at the 
municipal level, is the development and implementation of the Plan de Soberanía, 
Seguridad Alimentaria y Nutricional 2018 – 2032, a well-defined and comprehensive 
food and nutrition policy. It is a multilateral agreement between five different 
departmental secretariats focused on improving the food and nutritional security of 
the Valle del Cauca’s population, considering ethnic, cultural, and environmental 
diversity. Its focus goes beyond the five functional areas already identified in the 
National Council for Economic and Social Policy (CONPES) to achieve a 
comprehensive vision and food and nutrition policy.  
 
Recommendations 
While individuals from different sectors of Cali’s food systems agree on the need to 
reduce barriers that negatively affect food security, socio-economic development, 
and environmental health, there are still divergent viewpoints on the necessary steps 
needed to develop and  maintain healthy food systems. These differing viewpoints 
present an opportunity to call on the state, private enterprise, community members, 
and civil society to foster initiatives and mechanisms to address barriers and 
challenges producers and consumers face in terms of producing, manufacturing, 
selling, consuming, and disposing healthy foods. National programs provide a 
framework to advance processes, but cities and regions must adapt these programs 
to fit the needs of their population. Recommendations to decrease poverty, support 
producer growth, consumer health, and positively impact social and environmental 
welfare focus on: 
 
1. Connecting smallholder farmers (with a special focus on organic and 
agroecological producers) to urban markets through investments in 
telecommunications, transportation infrastructure, retail space, and cold chain 
infrastructure 
2. Encouraging small and medium sized farms to create trade associations to 
strengthen regional alliances to access greater markets, giving more agency 
to agroecological producers 
3. Optimizing processes that connect producers, distributers, and retailers while 
keeping foods prices low for consumers 
4. Investing in nutrition education programs to change shopping habits, helping 
consumers recognize what healthy sustainable diet looks like on a budget, 
while teaching them about food safety and food preparation 
5. Engaging manufacturers and retailers to play a significant role in marketing 
sustainably produced, fresh, healthy foods and integrating farmer recognition 
6. Encourage inter-agency communications to create more awareness of food 
security and sustainability in private and public institutions 
7. Investing and enforcing norms and regulations related to food safety 
8. Celebrating the common culture between urban and rural residents through 





Given the inequities the pandemic has brought to light, it is especially important to re-
evaluate what resilient, healthy, sustainable foods systems look like. They are crucial 
in supporting the families who have been hit the hardest by ongoing health and 
economic inequities. While there has been a concerted effort to change the status 
quo, the responsibility now lies with the new administration to lead the charge to 
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